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Telling the time is not merely an announcement of the hour but also a calculation, a reckoning. Telling involves counting, recounting, and accounting; it requires a measure, a narrative and an inventory. The Anthropocene, a term that emerged in the early twenty-first century as a means of naming the geological epoch marked by human impact on the Earth's ecosystems, insists that the present be understood in relation to planetary time; it at once recontextualizes human history as a mere moment in Earth's deep time while forcing into view the profound global consequences of human actions. The telling of our time, the evidence suggests, must use a new measure and new descriptive devices. Along with the Anthropocene, events post-World War II are now often referred to as part of the 'Great Acceleration', a term that seeks to capture the scale and speed of global change over the last sixty years. The planet may be in the middle of a 'sixth extinction', another phrase that measures the present according to the deep time of the Earth as it marks off the mass extinction events of the past and enumerates the current crisis of biodiversity among them. As a means of counting and accounting, this terminology shrivels anthropocentric thinking while underscoring the fact that human agency has already, to an unknowable extent, shaped Earth's future. Taking the long view, time yields no narrative of continuity or ascent; instead, the great temporal arcs of cyclical annihilation and transformation battered into the geological record suggest that humanity is counting down toward an end it has itself engineered.
Crucial to the apparatus of progressive modernity is the notion of posterity, the belief that the present is capable of producing something for future generations. This accumulation of knowledge and resources over time presupposes and constructs a continuity between past, present and future through which the future, while unknown, can be anticipated as emerging from past efforts. What industrial modernity has delivered, however, is the Anthropocene, a legacy that may have foreclosed on the very idea of posterity. So does telling the time of the Anthropocene, bereft as we are of any confidence that there is a future to count into, merely serve to announce the emergency of the present, or can the act of reckoning itself construct the conditions through which timekeeping might be interrogated as a function of a grander scheme of time management, one which modernity claimed as the measure through which it 3 might command and control history? What form of accounting led us to become geology?
When there is only a moment to live, there is nothing to hide. This is the sentiment expressed by Phillip Quinault in his libretto for Jean-Baptiste Lully's tragic opera Atys, first performed in 1676. Atys is derived from Ovid's Fasti, an incomplete poem that explains, month by month, the etiology and manner of Roman festivals and customs as they fall in the recently introduced Julian calendar. There is no evidence that Ovid worked on the months July to December after he was exiled by Augustus, and the poem that survives is thus a record not only of a project designed to give the state measurement of time the credibility of deep cultural background but of the provisional, easily foreclosed nature of such a project. Marking time can be suspended by the contingencies of history.
Lully was court composer for Louis XIV, who so loved Atys that it became known as the 'king's opera'. The Sun King was no doubt especially taken with the prologue, set in the palace of Time, who announces a plan to honor great heroes, especially Louis XIV. Melpomene, the muse of tragic poetry, suggests that the tale of Atys and Cybele is the best way to entertain the king. In the tale, the earth goddess Cybele loves Atys, who is in love with a nymph. Cybele throws Atys into a state of madness in which he castrates himself and intends suicide, but Cybele saves him by turning him into a fir tree. Atys thus comes to be worshiped as a god of vegetation controlling the seasonal cycle of death and rebirth. As a story of sacrificial heroism delivered to the court in honor of monarchical authority, Atys carries through the role of the Fasti since it confirms a crucial function of time to be the celebration and perpetuation of heroic power. The story of Atys, though, is also about assisted self-destruction and the catastrophic consequences of acts committed beyond reason. Inside the celebration of the king lies the story of a hero unmanned by the earth.
Quinault's lines about there being nothing to hide when there are only moments to live appear as the epigraph to Edgar Allan Poe's short story 'MS.
Found in a Bottle' (1833): 'Qui n'a plus qu'un moment a vivre / N 'a plus rien a dissimuler'. A tale of serial catastrophes scribbled out and tossed into the sea as the narrator is about to disappear into an Antarctic vortex, Poe's story is preoccupied with the maintenance and incremental intensification of suspense 4 and terror: 'we are hurrying onwards to some exciting knowledge --some neverto-be-imparted secret, whose attainment is destruction' (Poe 2003: 61) . The desire to capture the experience of the moment even as it disappears, to simultaneously experience and reflect and record that experience, gives 'MS.
Found in a Bottle' a delirious time-keeping quality made raw by the constant appearance of the unexpected and the increasing proximity of certain death. As the vortex approaches, the narrator admits there is 'little time' left 'to ponder upon my destiny' (though time enough to report the fact) and as 'the circles rapidly grow small' he is plunged into the whirlpool: 'the ship is quivering, oh
God! And --going down' (61). Somehow the message is sealed in the bottle and dispatched, though the reader is not told how since the final declaration of descent leaves that particular secret intact.
In his epigraph Poe manages to hook up his story about the dilemma of doing and telling in the face of death to a long line of narratives concerned with the measurement and marking of time and with the relationship between the devastation of time passing and the inscribed remembrance of life already lived.
The hyper-rational narrator of 'MS. Found in a Bottle' longs to log the experience of his demise, the 'never-to-be-departed secret' that can only remain, inconclusive to the end, in the washed up account found in the story. Yet this most irrational of desires -to place the survival of the text above that of its author (indeed, the text only exists because of the death of the narrator) -is perhaps as bizarre as the idea of a god of death and rebirth produced out of a frenzied self-neutering. Ovid's calendar is cut short, Atys' manhood is cut off; expectation that anyone will ever retrieve the images blasted into space. Instead, the project is about the present, a provocation that demands a serious interrogation of the relationship among technological capability, global crisis (economic, political, environmental), and the need to push through shorttermism toward new modes of long-term thinking.
Although the 'Crypt of Civilization ' (1936) The purpose of the mission, for Sagan, was to capture the spirit of hope implicit in scientific enquiry and an optimism toward the future he claims was instilled in him early in life through a visit to the 1939 New York World's Fair when he was five years old. If humanity shares anything with extraterrestrial life, Sagan argues, it will be a common concern with science, with the physical properties of the universe (6). As such, the Voyager record, while full of pictures and music, was conceived first and foremost as a device intended to communicate in the notionally transcendent language of mathematics. Aware that the chances of the probe surviving long enough to reach any distant life forms that may be out there, Sagan and his colleagues were wise enough to 9 admit, however, that the main target audience for the disc was closer to home.
The 'real function' of the record, the Hewlett-Packard executive B.M. Oliver explained, is 'to appeal to and expand the human spirit, and to make contact with extraterrestrial intelligence a welcome expectation of mankind' (Sagan et al 1978: 11 ). Oliver's stress on the expectant, optimistic humanism of the project underscores the utopian function of the time capsule as the expression of a desire for a future made out of the best intentions the present can muster.
If the only knowable recipients of the message are earthbound, though, the humble bulletins from the head of the United Nations and the President of the United States -delivered as if standing on the precipice of the cosmic abysscapture less the optimism of scientific curiosity and speak more tentatively of a barely maintained terrestrial equilibrium. 'We step out of our solar system,'
writes Waldheim, 'seeking only peace and friendship, to teach if we are called upon, to be taught if we are fortunate.' As but a 'small part of the immense universe that surrounds us […] it is with humility and hope that we take this step' (Sagan et al 1978: 26) . Carter is still more circumspect about humanity's achievements, admitting to the deep future that '[w]e are attempting to survive our time so we may live into yours.' The 'hope,' for Carter, is that 'the problems we face' can be solved so that 'someday' humanity may 'join a community of galactic civilizations.' Finally, 'This record represents our hope and our determination, and our good will in a vast and awesome universe' (28). The plea, in Waldheim's and Carter's messages, is clearly directed to the home front, a reminder of the need for some collective effort to survive set against the backdrop of an unthinkable void.
Implicit in the reiterations on the Voyager disc of a hopeful future is the world of strife that has been edited out of the message. While Sagan, upbeat as ever, asks rhetorically if it is 'a mistake to put our best face to the cosmos?' (40) and that a message of hope that removes all trace of human violence and suffering remains a true record of terrestrial life. 'I don't think that it will ever be "found,"' Paglen has said, 'nor do I think that it would look like anything more than a handful of nonsensical scratchings if anyone ever did find it' (Thompson 2012) . He also disputes the notion that the work 'makes sense' in the present since he is much more skeptical than Lomberg was in the 1970s of the translatability of images. The project is, rather, a 'frozen contradiction' that embodies 'little bits of congealed humanity' designed to outlast all life on the planet. It is the material trace that fascinates Paglen, which is why the cave Blanqui's conclusion to L'Eternité par les astres is that once it is understood that the finite elements of the universe must be endlessly replicated across the infinity of time and space, all illusions of progress must be dismissed. '[U]ntil now,' he writes, 'the past was for us little more than barbarism, and the future meant progress, science, happiness, illusion!' On infinite worlds, though, 'this past has seen the most brilliant civilizations disappear without leaving a trace;
and they will disappear yet again without leaving a trace then either. On billions of earths, the future will again see all the acts of ignorance, the foolishness, and the cruelty of our previous ages!' (Blanqui 2009: 58) . 'Now', for Blanqui, is the nineteenth century, the 'crisis moment' when, as Tyrus Miller explains, 'the cosmic order becomes conscious to Auguste Blanqui' (2008: 288) . Consciousness of the fact that every moment is repeated endlessly wipes out any prospect of futurity and time stands still. 'What a noisy humanity,' writes Blanqui, 'infatuated with its greatness, believing itself to be the universe and living in its prison as in the vast immensity, only to soon sink along with the globe that, in the most profound disdain, has carried the burden of its pride ' (2009: 59) . This is Paglen's geostationary orbit, an endless repetition of the same; a rebuke to progressive time-marking that demands instead a self-cancellation of the notion of posterity. occurred. Yet while we may be on the other side of progress, we are more than ever inside time, a deeper, more capacious, no longer linear conception of time within which we have located ourselves as the self-designated creatures of the Anthropocene. Behind the angel of history, reading the label on the back of the image: if this is the future the angel cannot see, it is the present of our uncertainty, where even the sense of approaching finality -of lastness, let alone lateness -must be interrogated as a function of poor time keeping.
